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ABSTRACT
This study sought to better understand sources of couple conflict 
in families with young children by examining 65 dual-earner 
mothers’ and fathers’ responses to the Marital Agendas Protocol 
(MAP) (Notarius & Vanzetti, 1983) survey at nine months and seven and a 
half years after the birth of their first child. 
Comparing Mothers Over Time Comparing Fathers Over TimeMETHOD
The New Parents Project (NPP) followed first-time expectant 
couples from the third trimester of pregnancy to seven and a 
half years postpartum. NPP aimed to gain knowledge on factors 
that impact mothers’ and fathers’ adjustment to parenthood. 
• Data collected in this study came from the 9 month and 7.5 
year assessments; however there were a total of six phases.
• There were 65 couples included in this study.
• The majority of the participants were married, Caucasian, 
educated and have a relatively high socioeconomic status.
• At each assessment, each couple member completed the MAP 
questionnaire, which required them to rank 14 potential 
relationship issues as sources of conflict on a scale from 0-100.
• We compared both couples and individuals to themselves at 
two points in time using paired samples t-tests and paired 
samples correlations. 
• The top six issues were determined by looking at the means. RESULTS
• Mothers reported commitment, communication, child, 
household tasks, jealousy and trust, and time spent together to 
be significantly more of a problem at seven and a half years 
than nine months postpartum (t(64) ranged from -2.19 - -4.84, 
p < .05). 
• Fathers reported communication, child, jealousy and trust, and 
time spent together to be significantly more of a problem at 
seven and a half years than at nine months postpartum (t(64) 
ranged from -2.28 to -3.78, p < .05).
• When comparing mothers to fathers at nine months after the 
birth of their first child, fathers reported friends to be 
significantly more of a problem in the relationship at that time 
(t(154) = -1.98, p < .05).
• Couple members’ ratings of problematic issues were 
significantly correlated with each other within the same time 
point. This was true of all issues with the exception of “friends” 
at seven and a half years postpartum (ƞ2 = -.01, p > .05).
• When comparing mothers to fathers at seven and a half years 
postpartum, there were no significant differences found. 
CONCLUSIONS
• Issues of commitment and communication seem to become 
more pronounced over time for both mothers and fathers.
• We found very few gender differences. There were more 
differences between parents’ own reports at time one and 
time two than between mothers’ and fathers’ reports at the 
same time point.
• For both couple members, “work/careers” was reported to be 
an issue at nine months, but not at seven and a half years, 
although money was a consistent problem. This may be due 
to the fact that couple members became more comfortable in 
their career roles as time passed, but financial stability was 
still a source of stress. 
• A problem that was introduced at seven and a half years for 
both mothers and fathers was “in-laws.” Perhaps this is 
because the grandparents transitioned into late adulthood 
and may be suffering with medical issues. Or, the level of 
involvement from the in-laws (i.e., they are too involved or 
they do not help enough) became a source of stress as the 
child develops, or as the couple had more children. 
• A problem that increased in significance by seven and a half 
years is “time spent together.” As the child grows, they are 
likely to become involved in extracurricular activities and the 
couple may have additional children to care for. So, finding 
time away from the children, work, and household tasks may 
become more difficult as the child ages. 
• Overall, couples tended to agree on issues that were a
problem in their relationship, as well as their level of severity
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The New Parents Project is funded by The National Science Foundation (CAREER 0746548 to Schoppe-
Sullivan), National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (K01 HD056238 to Kamp Dush), and 
OSU’s Institute for Population Research. I would like to thank The Summer Research Opportunity Program 
(SROP) at The Ohio State University for funding my research experience. Additionally, I would like to thank 
my mentors, Dr. Sarah Schoppe-Sullivan and Anna Olsavsky for their help with this project.
College of Education and Human Ecology / Department of Human Sciences / Program in Human Development and Family Science
BACKGROUND
• The quality of a couple’s romantic relationship is the 
foundation for their co-parenting relationship (Schoppe-Sullivan, 
Mangelsdorf, Frosch, & McHale, 2004).
• Typically, after the birth of their first child, a couple will 
experience an overall decrease in both marital satisfaction and 
quality (Kluwer, 2010).
• When compared to mothers of older children and fathers of 
children of all ages, mothers with infants report the highest 
ratings of dissatisfaction with the romantic relationship with 
their partner (Meyer, Robinson, Cohn, Gildenblatt, & Barkley, 2016). 
• Also, the perceptions of fairness in the division of labor by 
wives is the strongest predictor of the level of conflict in the 
marriage for both husbands and wives (Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994).
• This study focused on dual-earner couples that were either 
married or cohabiting and expecting their first biological child. 
The couple members were given the Martial Agendas Protocol 
(MAP) where they were asked to rate fourteen potential 
relationship issues on a scale from 0-100. 
• Although previous research has examined conflict surrounding 
household tasks and the division of labor, less is known about 
how couples rank specific sources of conflict (i.e., time spent 
together, money, jealousy/trust, sex). This study fills this gap by 
looking more closely at the specific sources of conflict in 
marital relationships across the years of early parenthood. 
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AIM
The purpose of my study is to answer three important questions:
1) Are mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of problematic issues in 
their relationships stable over time or do they change over their 
children’s development? 
2) Are there gender differences between mothers’ and fathers’ 
ratings of problematic issues in their relationships? 
3) Are couple members’ ratings of problematic issues in their 
relationship associated? 
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